Is Neo-Calvinism Calvinist? A Neo-Calvinist Engagement of Calvin\u27s  Two Kingdoms  Doctrine by Lief, Jason
Volume 37 Number 3 Article 1 
March 2009 
Is Neo-Calvinism Calvinist? A Neo-Calvinist Engagement of 
Calvin's "Two Kingdoms" Doctrine 
Jason Lief 
Dordt College, jason.lief@dordt.edu 
Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalcollections.dordt.edu/pro_rege 
 Part of the Christianity Commons 
Recommended Citation 
Lief, Jason (2009) "Is Neo-Calvinism Calvinist? A Neo-Calvinist 
Engagement of Calvin's "Two Kingdoms" Doctrine," Pro Rege: Vol. 37: No. 
3, 1 - 12. 
Available at: https://digitalcollections.dordt.edu/pro_rege/vol37/iss3/1 
This Feature Article is brought to you for free and open access by the University Publications at Digital Collections 
@ Dordt. It has been accepted for inclusion in Pro Rege by an authorized administrator of Digital Collections @ 
Dordt. For more information, please contact ingrid.mulder@dordt.edu. 
Pro Rege—March 2009     1 
In his article “The Two Kingdoms: A 
Reassessment of  the Transformationist Calvin,” 
David  VanDrunen challenges the neo-Calvinist 
interpretation of  Calvin’s eschatology, specifically 
regarding the “two kingdoms” doctrine.2  The 
neo-Calvinist expression of  this doctrine in the 
terms of  “antithesis” provides the eschatological 
framework for the engagement of  culture in the 
context of  the struggle between the kingdom 
of  God and the kingdom of  the devil.3  In this 
context Christ’s death and resurrection represent 
the climactic victory of  God, which inaugurates 
the redemption and restoration of  creation. 
The problem, according to VanDrunen, is that 
this perspective misinterprets and badly distorts 
Calvin’s position.  He argues that Calvin believed 
that the two kingdoms, the spiritual and temporal, 
are distinctly separate from each other, with 
different functions and government.  The spiritual 
kingdom—as the realm of  the gospel, redemption, 
and eternal life—is governed by Christ through 
the Church and is concerned with the future, 
heavenly life to come.  Corporeal, or creational, life 
is relegated to the temporal or civil kingdom.  In 
this sphere, God directs and rules through natural 
law, reason, and civil government.  According to 
VanDrunen, the spiritual kingdom of  Christ has 
nothing to do with this realm.  He writes, “Calvin 
makes a categorical distinction between the church 
and the rest of  life, and identifies the kingdom of  
Christ and the promise of  redemption only with 
the former.”4 
A primary focus of  VanDrunen’s argument 
is Calvin’s insistence that the two realms remain 
separate.  He writes, “Against the attempt to apply 
redemptive categories in approaching cultural 
issues, Calvin disallows the gospel, in which the 
message of  redemption lies, from being applied 
to the civil kingdom.”5  The underlying theological 
basis for this separation is the protestant 
understanding of  justification.  Salvation “by 
grace through faith” means that the saving work 
of  the gospel can only be properly assigned to the 
spiritual realm.  Our work in the temporal realm is 
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not redemptive or restorative; it is a response of  
gratitude to God as we live holy lives of  obedience. 
VanDrunen believes that the neo-Calvinist 
position disregards this separation, encroaching 
upon a form of  “works righteousness” by calling 
for the transformation of  creational structures 
and cultural life in the name of  Jesus Christ.  
VanDrunen demonstrates how Calvin insisted 
upon maintaining the distinctions between the two 
realms.  He points out Calvin’s dualistic language, 
not only with regard to the two kingdoms but 
also in reference to the human person, reminding 
us that Calvin describes this earthly, temporal 
life in harsh, negative terms, in contrast to the 
future, eschatological hope of  the life to come.6 
So is VanDrunen correct?  Have neo-Calvinists 
misrepresented Calvin’s eschatology, specifically 
his “two kingdoms” motif, in calling for the 
transformation of  creational life in the context of  
Christ’s redemptive work?
The purpose of  this essay is to address the 
relationship between Calvin’s two-kingdoms 
perspective and the neo-Calvinist7 understanding 
of  eschatology.  Beginning with a discussion of  
Calvin’s “two kingdoms” motif, set in the context 
of  Calvin’s theology, this paper will demonstrate 
that the neo-Calvinist perspective does reflect 
the eschatological thought of  John Calvin’s “two 
kingdoms” doctrine. 
What does Calvin mean by “two kingdoms”?
The two-kingdoms doctrine of  both Luther and 
Calvin is a modification of  Augustine’s two-cities 
perspective, which emphasizes the confrontation 
between the city of  God and city of  man (or 
of  the devil).  In his book The Political thought of  
Martin Luther, W.D.J. Cargill Thompson explains 
Luther’s two kingdoms perspective, differentiating 
between his use of  the term “kingdom” and 
“regiment.”8  While the term “kingdom” focuses 
on the apocalyptic struggle between the kingdom 
of  God and the kingdom of  the devil, there are 
two regiments—the spiritual and the temporal9—
within each kingdom.  Each regiment is governed 
differently and corresponds to different aspects 
of  human life.  The spiritual regiment governs 
the life of  faith, grace, and salvation through the 
church, while the temporal regiment regulates 
corporeal life through reason, natural law, and 
civil authority.  Differentiating between these 
two regiments demonstrates that the spiritual 
and temporal regiments are not in opposition to 
each other.  While the distinction between them 
must be maintained, both are used by God in the 
struggle against the kingdom of  the devil.10  
While the focus of  Thompson’s work is 
Luther’s perspective, Calvin also differentiates 
between “kingdom” and “regiment.”11 He 
maintains the struggle between the kingdom of  
God and the kingdom of  the devil, emphasizing 
the victory of  God in the death and resurrection 
of  Jesus Christ.12 Less apocalyptic than Luther’s 
perspective, Calvin is more concerned with the 
means by which we participate in the benefits of  
Christ’s atoning work.13  In this context, Calvin 
focuses more on the role of  the two regiments 
within the kingdom of  God as the means for 
bringing restoration and order in preparation for 
the future eschatological blessing.14  
This role leads to a few important questions: 
How does Calvin understand the relationship 
between the two regiments?  More specifically, 
how do both regiments relate to the biblical 
proclamation of  Christ’s lordship, not just over 
the church but over all creation?  If  Calvin’s two-
kingdoms doctrine is examined within the context 
of  his theological understanding of  anthropology 
and Christology, we gain important insight 
regarding the answers to these questions.
Calvin’s Anthropology
Calvin speaks of  the human person using 
body/ soul categories, even going so far as to refer 
to the soul as the higher, or nobler, part.15  While 
this view suggests the influence of  neo-Platonic 
thought, we must be careful  not to over-estimate 
the influence of  Plato on Calvin with regard to 
this issue.16  Given his historical and theological 
context, Calvin inherits a manner of  speaking 
about the human person that undoubtedly 
reflects the influence of  Greek philosophy. 
These categories are also found in many of  the 
creedal and confessional statements affirmed by 
the Reformed tradition,  namely the Heidelberg 
Catechism and the Belgic confession.  However, in 
Man: The Image of  God, G.C Berkouwer emphasizes 
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that the use of  such language does not necessarily 
represent a dualistic understanding of  the human 
person.  He writes, 
The decisive question here is whether the confes-
sions in their use of anthropological concepts in-
tend and mean thereby to give positive statements 
on the composition of man, or whether they make 
use of these concepts (as does Scripture) in a very 
free and imprecise manner, intending by means of 
them to refer to the whole man.  There is a great 
difference between non-scientific references to a 
dual aspect of human nature and a thesis that man 
is composed of two substances, body and soul.17
While his writings may be a more “scientific” 
treatment than the confessions regarding the nature 
of  humanity in relation to God, I believe that 
Berkouwer’s statement applies to Calvin’s thought 
as well.  Calvin’s use of  body/soul categories does 
reflect neo-Platonic influence; however, a closer 
examination reveals a Biblical anthropology that 
emphasizes the unity of  the human person, which 
can be seen in his understanding of  the body/soul 
relationship.18  
Calvin’s description of  the soul as the seat of  
the image of  God in humanity must be understood 
in the context of  his understanding of  the soul’s 
relationship with the body.  He writes, “And though 
the primary seat of  the divine image was in the 
mind and the heart, or in the soul and its powers, 
there was no part even of  the body in which some 
rays of  glory did not shine.”19  Taking this further, 
Calvin believed that the soul, as the image of  God 
in humanity, gives the body life and direction. 
Again, he writes, “Moreover, having already shown 
from Scripture that the substance of  the soul is 
incorporeal, we must now add…[that] it however 
occupies the body as a kind of  habitation, not only 
animating all of  its parts, and rendering the organs 
fit and useful for their actions, but also holding 
the first place in regulating the conduct.”20  While 
Calvin makes a clear distinction between body and 
soul, refusing to identify the body with the image 
of  God, his understanding of  the human person 
is fundamentally an inter-related unity of  body 
and soul.   
More problematic is Calvin’s reference to the 
body as a “prison” and to this temporal life as a 
“pilgrimage.”21 Such language seems to suggest a 
negative, possibly Platonic, understanding of  the 
body and temporal life. In her essay “Theology, 
Anthropology, and the Human Body,” Margaret 
Miles examines this issue, focusing upon Calvin’s 
negative use of  the term “flesh”: 
In the fallen condition of human being, the body 
shares with the rest of creation in bearing  “part 
of the punishment’” by its participation in a world 
in which the whole order of nature has been con-
fused, but Calvin is careful to emphasize that  “the 
offense is not with the work itself but with the cor-
ruption of the work” (2.1.11).  The body plays no 
role, for Calvin, either in the corruption of the soul 
or in its own corruption, but is the helpless victim, 
along with the soul, of the destructive hegemony 
of  “flesh.”22 
Miles argues that Calvin understood the problem 
of  “flesh,” not as bodily or cultural existence 
but as life in the fallen condition.23  Thus, when 
Calvin speaks of  the body as a “prison,” or when 
he refers to temporal life as a “pilgrimage,” he 
is speaking to the fallen condition of  humanity, 
which he also describes as life lived “under the 
cross.”24 Therefore, redemption in Christ does 
not negate the temporal, cultural life; rather, 
redemption in Christ addresses the curse of  sin 
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and its effects on temporal life. 
Calvin believes that the work of  God in Jesus 
Christ forms “us anew in the image of  God” so that 
humanity might receive the “quickening Spirit,” 
which brings regeneration and “renovation.”25 
This renovation occurs through unification with 
Christ by faith, through which the image of  God is 
restored and renewed in humanity.  However, this 
renovation is not for the soul alone.  Just as the 
soul gives life to the body, so too the “quickening” 
of  the soul leads to the quickening of  the body.26 
Miles writes, “Because of  the operation of  the 
Spirit of  Christ within the human spirit and body, 
not only is the human mind quickened, but the 
body is also vivified.  Becoming ‘one body with 
him,’ the Christian, being made a partaker in 
his substance, ‘feels the result of  this fact in the 
participation of  all his blessings’—an embodied 
experience.”27  Just as Calvin’s understanding of  the 
body/soul relationship is of  a holistically created 
human person, so too redemption in Jesus Christ 
is not just the salvation of  the soul but affects the 
entire human person. 
Christology
Interestingly, Calvin connects his understanding 
of  the human person with his Christology by 
using the body/soul relationship as an analogy for 
properly understanding the relationship between 
the two natures of  Christ.  He writes,
 For we maintain, that the divinity was so con-
joined and united with the humanity, that the en-
tire properties of each nature remain entire, and 
yet the two natures constitute only one Christ.  If, 
in human affairs, anything analogous to this great 
mystery can be found, the most apposite simili-
tude seems to be that of man, who obviously con-
sists of two substances, neither of which, however, 
is to be intermingled with the other as that both 
do not retain their own properties.28 
Just as the human person consists of  a unified 
body and soul, Calvin believed that the person 
of  Jesus Christ consists of  the unification of  a 
divine and human nature, with each maintaining 
its distinct characteristics without confusion.  In 
the spirit of  Chalcedon, Calvin is concerned that 
the divine essence of  Christ not be diminished, 
while still maintaining the reality of  his human 
nature.29  Calvin’s Christological emphasis is 
fundamentally concerned with soteriology, namely 
the perfect atoning work of  Christ.  In the perfect 
humanity of  Jesus Christ, God accomplishes what 
fallen humanity could not.30   Because of  the fall, 
humanity cannot be saved by our own works, done 
in the corporeal, temporal realm.   Only through 
the perfect obedience of  Christ is grace merited, 
and only through unification by faith is grace 
appropriated.31  Thus, for Calvin, justification 
by faith means appropriating the grace made 
possible only through the work of  Christ.  This 
grace is available only in the “spiritual” realm, 
through the preaching of  the Word and the 
sacraments, because it is solely the work of  God. 
While justification can never be achieved through 
works within the temporal realm, the effect of  
grace, “sanctification,” does address the realm of  
creational life through the transforming power of  
the Spirit. 32  
Within Calvin’s Christology we see the 
outworking of  his soteriology, specifically God’s 
work on behalf  of  humanity (justification), and 
humanity’s obedient response (sanctification). 
While the distinction between justification and 
sanctification is essential in Calvin’s understanding 
of  soteriology, he believed that they are two 
inseparable parts of  a unified whole.  Calvin writes, 
“The whole may be thus summed up: Christ given 
to us by the kindness of  God is apprehended and 
possessed by faith, by means of  which we obtain in 
particular a twofold benefit: first, being reconciled by 
the righteousness of  Christ, God becomes, instead 
of  a judge, an indulgent Father; and, secondly, 
being sanctified by his Spirit, we aspire to integrity 
and purity of  life.”33  For Calvin, the “spiritual” 
benefit of  Christ’s work restores our love for God, 
which then manifests itself  in temporal life as we 
love our neighbor.  He writes, “There cannot be 
a surer rule, nor a stronger exhortation to the 
observance of  it, than when we are taught that 
all the endowments which we possess are divine 
deposits entrusted to us for the very purpose of  
being distributed for the good of  our neighbor.”34 
Thus, the two spheres of  human life—love of  
God (spiritual) and love of  neighbor (temporal)—
are  inseparably bound together.  Commenting 
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on Jesus’ summary of  the law, he writes, “On the 
other hand, the love of  God cannot reign without 
breeding a brotherly affection among men.”35   
Rooted within this soteriological unity of  
justification and sanctification we discover Calvin’s 
basis for a Christian engagement of  culture life. 
Vocation specifically becomes the means by which 
believers fully engage the cultural life, using their 
gifts to “cultivate the particular department that 
has been assigned to [them]” for the benefit of  
their neighbor.36 In The Christian Social Organism and 
Social Welfare: The Case of  Vives, Calvin, and Loyola, 
Abel Athouguia Alves writes, “Calvin argued that 
honest and upright work in one’s station for the 
common good of  all is an individual’s offering 
to God and a prerequisite for a Godly society.…
With concupiscence restrained by God’s grace, 
the individual assumes a social role for others, 
demonstrating faith through the fruit of  good 
works.”37 Thus, while justification involves the 
restoration of  the relationship between humanity 
and God, this restoration leads to sanctification, 
which manifests itself  in the temporal realm as a 
love for neighbor, which seeks to bring restorative 
order to society.38 
  
Two Kingdoms Revisited
Having established these connections among 
Calvin’s understanding of  the human person, 
the person of  Christ, and soteriology, we now 
engage his perspective of  the “two kingdoms.” 
VanDrunen approaches this doctrine in the context 
of  wanting to preserve the distinctions between 
justification and sanctification.  In doing so, he 
overemphasizes the distinctions between the two 
regiments at the expense of  their unity.  Calvin, on 
the other hand, begins his treatment of  temporal 
authority with unity, not with diversity.  He writes, 
“For although this subject seems from its nature to 
be unconnected with the spiritual doctrine of  faith, 
which I have undertaken to treat, it will appear 
as we proceed, that I have properly connected 
them, nay that I am under the necessity of  doing 
so….”39  Once again, Calvin employs the body/
soul analogy to describe the proper relationship 
between the “two regiments.”  He writes, “But he 
who knows to distinguish between the body and 
soul, between the present fleeting life and that 
which is future and eternal, will have no difficulty 
in understanding that the spiritual kingdom of  
Christ and civil government are things very widely 
separated.”40  Just as he does with the person of  
Christ, Calvin sought to maintain the distinction 
between the two regiments, believing their natures 
should never be confused.  This distinction is 
rooted firmly in his soteriology, as he maintains 
that redemptive grace is found only in the “spiritual 
regiment” (justification) and can never be achieved 
in the “temporal realm” (sanctification).  However, 
as with the human person and the person of  
Christ, the two regiments cannot be separated. 
While  they must retain their proper boundaries, 
never claiming authority over issues outside their 
jurisdiction, this distinction does not support the 
assertion that the kingdom of  Christ is unrelated 
to the temporal, or civil, regiment.41  
 Instead, the language Calvin uses with regard 
to distinction differentiates the means and function 
of  power within the two realms.  Sheldon Wolin 
writes,  
In Calvin’s case, however, the rediscovery of in-
stitutional life led to a rejection of the antithesis 
between the two types of power and of the as-
sumption which underlay it. Civil government and 
ecclesiastical government did not symbolize dis-
tinctions of kind, but of objectives. Their natures, 
therefore, were more analogous than antithetical.42 
Here we come to see that the power exercised by 
the two regiments is the power of God, in Jesus 
Christ. This power brings justification within the 
spiritual regiment through the preaching of the 
While the distinction 
between justification and 
sanctification is essential in 
Calvin’s understanding of 
soteriology, he believed that 
they are two inseparable 
parts of a unified whole.
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organic connections” that “unite human life into a 
single whole, in keeping with the original creation 
ordinance.”47 As he explains, 
The Christian religion has seized upon this to 
promote mutual growth into one entity as well 
as to advance the glory of God in that connected 
whole.  The same is true of our life together in 
the home, of our life together in society, of the 
common world of thought, of customary practices 
in business, art, and science, and many more.  All 
these are examples of life-connectedness in the 
human race, connections which we have not made 
but find.48  
From this emphasis upon the organic unity 
of  cultural life, Kuyper discusses the relationship 
of  the church, defined as an organism, with the 
broader temporal existence of  humanity.  He 
writes,
We are thoroughly misguided, therefore, if in 
speaking of the church of Christ . . . we have our 
eyes fixed almost exclusively on elect persons . . . 
Christianity is more than anything social in na-
ture.  Paul has pointed graphically and repeatedly 
to these three: body, members, and connective 
tissue.  The church as organism has its center in 
Christ; it is extended in his mystical body; it in-
dividualizes itself in the members.  But it no less 
finds its unity in those original “joints,” those or-
ganic connections, which unite us human beings 
into one single human race, and it is on those joints 
that the spirit of Christ puts it stamp.49 
Here we find in both Barth and Kuyper the 
outworking of  Calvin’s thought regarding the 
relation between the “spiritual” and “temporal” 
regiments.  In both cases, the kingdom of  God 
has Christ and his church at the center (the 
spiritual regiment), with an outward movement 
that embraces all of  creation, including political, 
economic, and cultural life (the temporal 
regiment).  At the same time, both of  these 
perspectives are undergirded by the Christian hope 
of  consummation, which informs and directs the 
Christian engagement and participation in the 
temporal realm.50  They clearly reflect the “now” 
and “not yet” eschatological understanding of  the 
kingdom, which, VanDrunen implies, is foreign 
Word and the administration of the sacraments, 
as governed by the Church. But this same power 
brings sanctification within the temporal realm 
through reason, civil government, vocation, and 
cultural life, in which faith is expressed by lov-
ing our neighbor through seeking peace, justice, 
and civil order. What is the source of this power 
and, therefore, the unifying principle of the two 
regiments? Just as the body and soul holistically 
constitute one person, the two regiments holisti-
cally constitute one kingdom, with one Lord, Jesus 
Christ.43 The Lordship of Christ, not just over the 
spiritual realm but over the entire cosmos—a sig-
nificant theme throughout Calvin’s commentaries 
—is this unifying principle.44 
Karl Barth, in The Theology of  John Calvin, provides 
a wonderful metaphor for this relationship when 
he describes the temporal kingdom as a parable, or 
sign, of  the kingdom of  God, or what he refers to 
as a “temporal image of  the eternal righteousness 
of  God.”45 Jurgen Moltmann describes this 
perspective as follows:
There is no exact similarity between the state and 
the kingdom of God, but there is no exact dissimi-
larity.  Their relationship is to be perceived as that 
of parable, correspondence, and analogy; this ap-
proach understands the justice of the state from 
the Christian view of the Kingdom of God, be-
lieved in and proclaimed by the church.  Politics, 
like culture, is thus capable of acting as a parable, 
a picture of correspondence, for the kingdom of 
God, and necessarily so.  Because of this, Barth 
calls the civil community the outer circle of the 
Kingdom of Christ.  Since the Christian com-
munity as inner circle and the civil community as 
outer circle have their common center in Christ 
the Lord and their common aim in the kingdom 
of God, the Christian community, by means of 
political decisions, will urge the civil community 
to act as a parable by corresponding to God’s jus-
tice and not contradicting it.  It wants the state to 
point toward, and not away from, the kingdom of 
God.46
Abraham Kuyper, in his essays on common 
grace, reflects a similar perspective.  He 
emphasizes the “number of  combinations and 
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to Calvin’s thought.  Yet a reading of  Calvin’s 
commentaries demonstrates his belief  that the 
kingdom of  God has been inaugurated in Christ’s 
death and resurrection, not just for the church, not 
just for the “spiritual regiment,” but for the world. 
For example, in his commentary on John 12:31, 
he writes,
Now we know, that out of Christ there is nothing 
but confusion in the world; and though Christ had 
already begun to erect the kingdom of God, yet 
his death was the commencement of a well regulated 
condition, and the full restoration of the world.  Yet it 
must also be observed, that this proper arrange-
ment cannot be established in the world, until the 
kingdom of Satan be first destroyed, until flesh, 
and everything opposed to the righteousness of 
God, be reduced to nothing.”51  
And commenting on Acts 3:21, Calvin writes,
As touching the force and cause, Christ hath al-
ready restored all things by his death; but the effect 
doth not yet fully appear; because that restoring is yet 
in the course, and so, consequently, our redemption, 
forasmuch as we do yet groan under the burden 
of servitude. For as the kingdom of Christ is only 
begun, and the perfection thereof is deferred un-
til the last day, so those things which are annexed 
thereunto do now appear only in part.52   
While Calvin emphasized the future hope of  
consummation, he also believed that the kingdom 
of  God is a present reality and that the restoration 
of  “all things” is “in the course,” which is the 
basis for the neo-Calvinist emphasis upon 
transformation.53 
Conclusion:  Is neo-Calvinism Calvinist?
The implication of  VanDrunen’s argument 
is that the neo-Calvinist “transformative” 
eschatological perspective, which emphasizes the 
Christian engagement of  the temporal realm as 
part of  the kingdom of  God, does not correlate 
with Calvin’s two kingdoms doctrine.  He argues 
that for Calvin, the temporal realm has nothing 
to do with the kingdom of  Christ, and that for 
the church to apply the redemptive grace of  the 
gospel to culture is to confuse justification with 
sanctification.  I offer the following  response 
based upon the above discussion of  Calvin’s two 
kingdoms perspective.
The use of  the word “transformative” may be 
problematic and imply certain connotations that 
are misleading.  The term implies social progress, 
the idea that somehow Christians can manipulate 
or “build” the kingdom through social and political 
action, which leads to an overemphasis upon 
human agency.  Nicholas Wolterstorff, responding 
to this criticism of  the neo-Calvinist position, 
writes, 
Seldom will Christian social endeavor, no matter 
how insightful and devoted, result in what one 
could describe as “transformation.”   Usually it re-
sults in no more than small incremental changes 
—if that.  An important element of Christian so-
cial action is learning how to act faithfully in the 
face of what Elul calls “inutility,” without giving 
up hope.54  
With his emphasis upon faithful living, I believe 
that Wolterstorff  reflects Calvin’s beliefs that 
justification leads to faithful living in the world 
under the lordship of  Jesus Christ, using our gifts 
and vocation for the benefit of  our neighbor.  In 
this context the good that is accomplished, the 
“parables of  the kingdom” that are evident, are 
not the product of  human effort but the power 
of  Christ’s redeeming Spirit manifesting itself  in 
While Calvin emphasized 
the future hope of 
consummation, he also 
believed that the kingdom of 
God is a present reality and 
that the restoration of “all 
things” is “in the course,” 
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upon transformation.53
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his people and in the world.  While most neo-
Calvinists who use the term “transformative” 
undoubtedly have this understanding in mind, 
finding a different expression might be beneficial.
VanDrunen also raises a valid point in arguing 
that the neo-Calvinist position has the tendency 
to over emphasize the present redemption and 
restoration of  creation at the expense of  the 
future hope of  consummation.  Wolterstorff  
acknowledges this objection and summarizes it 
this way:  
Jesus is understood by neo-Calvinists as “the fix-
er,” an unfortunate but necessary remedy, rather 
than the pinnacle and destiny of creation.  This 
role for Jesus . . . is understood and circumscribed 
within the frameworks of creation . . . making 
Christ’s incarnation necessary to the extent that 
he  “fixes” or puts right the original purposes of 
creation.55 
This critique is both important and legitimate. 
Neo-Calvinism risks overemphasizing the “now” 
aspect of  the kingdom by focusing on the 
restoration of  creational structures and losing sight 
of  the eschatological hope that has characterized 
Christian worship for centuries. However, the 
potential neo-Calvinist distortion does not negate 
the biblical and theological truth concerning the 
presence of  the kingdom of  God—the “now” 
aspect of  redemption—which I maintain is an 
important part of  Calvin’s eschatological thought. 
The solution is not rejecting one side for the other; 
the focus must be maintaining a proper tension 
between the “now,” the presence of  the kingdom 
at work transforming the world, and the “not yet,” 
the hope of  consummation.  
The potential neo-Calvinist distortion is no 
worse than the one it confronts—to be so focused 
upon the “life to come” that one ignores the 
significance of  Christ’s lordship over this life and 
the grace and redemption made present through 
his death and resurrection.   Again, the proper 
perspective is in the middle, holding the two in 
proper tension.  Richard Mouw describes this 
tension the following way:
The transformationist camp is correct, as I view 
things, in expecting the transformation of culture 
. . . Human culture will someday be transformed.  
Does this mean, then, that we must begin that 
process of transformation here and now?  Are we 
as Christians called to transform culture in the 
present age?  Not, I think, in any grandiose or 
triumphalistic manner.  We are called to await the 
coming transformation.  But we should wait ac-
tively, not passively.  We must seek the City which 
is to come.56  
What does this “seeking” look like?  He continues, 
“Many activities are proper to this ‘seeking’ life. 
We can call human institutions to obedience to the 
Creator . . . And in a very special and profound 
way, we prepare for life in the City when we work 
actively to bring about healing and obedience 
within the community of  the people of  God.”57
The purpose of  this essay has been to 
demonstrate the continuity of  neo-Calvinist 
eschatological thought with the theology of  John 
Calvin.  In examining Calvin’s understanding of  
anthropology, Christology, and soteriology in 
the context of  his “two kingdoms (regiments)” 
perspective, I believe it is clear that Calvin 
emphasizes the unity and inter-relatedness of  the 
two realms as components of  the kingdom of  God. 
While Calvin’s writing reflects the language and 
ideas of  his time, we must be careful not to apply 
labels, such as “dualist,” to his thought.  Obviously, 
he inherited categories and theological arguments 
from his predecessors and contemporaries, 
willingly engaging and often embracing much of  
sixteenth-century thought.  Yet the message of  his 
writing emphasizes unity—the unity of  body and 
soul in the human person, the unity of  the two 
natures in the person of  Christ, and the unity of  
the two regiments within the kingdom of  God. 
Calvin refuses to reduce reality to one or the 
other—to the spiritual or material.  He insists, as 
is seen in his arguments for the resurrection of  the 
body, that reality is a complex unity, and that the 
work of  Christ addresses the totality of  creation.  
Here we find the roots of  the neo-Calvinist 
movement in the thought of  Calvin: The refusal to 
reduce creational life to one of  its parts.  Creation 
is an inter-related unity of  diversity, and the 
redemptive work of  God through the death and 
resurrection of  Jesus Christ addresses every part 
of  creation.  For Abraham Kuyper and those who 
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followed, the intention was to “to bring Calvinism 
into line with the kind of  human consciousness 
that has developed at the end of  the nineteenth 
century,” to which I would add the twentieth and 
twenty-first  centuries as well.58 As we continue this 
endeavor, we must work to maintain the proper 
eschatological tension between the present reality 
of  the kingdom manifested in the world and the 
hope of  future consummation and the complete 
restoration of  creation in Jesus Christ.
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